Most women who have high blood pressure during pregnancy regain normal blood pressure soon after delivery. Despite the return to normal, some of these women have heart problems and stroke later in life. Studies have found that women who have high blood pressure during pregnancy are more likely to develop high blood pressure, diabetes, and high cholesterol (high levels of fat in their blood) after the pregnancy, but typically before their heart problems and stroke. We know that high blood pressure, diabetes, and high cholesterol cause heart problems and stroke, and we expect that treating these conditions early will prevent some of the heart problems and strokes. However, we do not know when high blood pressure, diabetes, and high cholesterol develop after a pregnancy involving high blood pressure, so we do not know when to start screening and treating these women for these conditions.
What is the problem and what is known about it so far?
Most women who have high blood pressure during pregnancy regain normal blood pressure soon after delivery. Despite the return to normal, some of these women have heart problems and stroke later in life. Studies have found that women who have high blood pressure during pregnancy are more likely to develop high blood pressure, diabetes, and high cholesterol (high levels of fat in their blood) after the pregnancy, but typically before their heart problems and stroke. We know that high blood pressure, diabetes, and high cholesterol cause heart problems and stroke, and we expect that treating these conditions early will prevent some of the heart problems and strokes. However, we do not know when high blood pressure, diabetes, and high cholesterol develop after a pregnancy involving high blood pressure, so we do not know when to start screening and treating these women for these conditions.
Why did the researchers do this particular study?
To measure how often and when women with high blood pressure during pregnancy develop high blood pressure, diabetes, and high cholesterol after pregnancy.
Who was studied?
Almost 60,000 U.S. women who had been pregnant and did not have cardiovascular disease or conditions that increased risk for it before their first pregnancy.
How was the study done?
For an average of 25 to 32 years after the first pregnancy, approximately every 2 years researchers asked the women whether they had developed high blood pressure, diabetes, or high cholesterol.
What did the researchers find?
Women who had high blood pressure during their first pregnancy were more likely than those with normal blood pressure to develop high blood pressure, diabetes, and high cholesterol after the pregnancy. They also developed these conditions at earlier ages. The risk for high blood pressure, diabetes, or high cholesterol was highest in women with high blood pressure during more than 1 pregnancy.
What were the limitations of the study?
The reports of high blood pressure, diabetes, and high cholesterol were not confirmed by medical records.
What are the implications of the study?
Women who have high blood pressure during pregnancy should tell their doctor this and should adopt a heart-healthy diet and lifestyle. They should also be screened at regular intervals for high blood pressure, diabetes, and high cholesterol after the pregnancy. 
